I! Narayana !! 
J\. To begin with, let’s start on a common foundation. Objective is to strike a common ground before we start the discussion as 
otherwise the discussion itself will be flawed and turn to mere argument. 
All 6 Astika Darshanas agree to the following statements. However, the definition and details are different from one another. 
1. Moksha (Liberation) is the freedom from Samsara (bondage) 
2. Samsara is the repeated birth-death cycles and Moksha is eternal freedom, free from birth & death 
3. Avidya/Ajnana leads to Samsara and Vidya/Jnana leads to Moksha — different definitions of Vidya/Avidya 
4. Vidya transcends or overcomes Avidya 


Note: Above doesn’t mention any exclusivity 


Existence: 


At any point, if the statements seem not accurate or not clear or invalid or illogical, please pause and do not proceed until it is 
clarified. 


“Existence of Entities”: In total there are 3 categories of existence of entities (any thing or anything): 

1. Entities that are always existing 

2. Entities that are never existing 

3. Entities that are existing but changing (birth, growth, change, existence, decay and death — shad vikaras) 


Are there any other categories? Can we agree that these 3 categories forms the Universal Set of entities? 


Existence: 


1. Entities that are always existing 
2. Entities that are never existing 
3. Entities that are existing but changing (birth, growth, change, existence, decay and death — shad vikaras) 


In Advaita Vedanta, 

#1 is termed ‘Sat’ or Absolutely Real or Paramarthika 
#2 is termed ‘Asat’ or Unreal 

#3 is termed ‘Mithya’ or Relatively Real or Vyavaharika 


¢ Since Mithya is neither Sat or Asat, it is also termed Sat-asat-vilakshana. 

¢ This term ‘Mithya’ is greatly misunderstood. It clearly does not mean unreal. It means and provides relative reality. 

¢ The entity is considered real and valid as long as the cognition lasts. 

¢ But the cognition itself is subject to changes, giving rise to a different perception of reality and validity of the entity. The earlier cognition is 
sublated by the later one. For example, what is perceived as water in a desert may be sublated as a mirage on approach. 


¢ Implying the same definition, Mithya is sometimes translated in English as ‘False’ or ‘Illusory’. 
¢ Itis important to clearly understand what Mithya or any of its English translation means. 
¢ Most of the misunderstandings of Advaita philosophy originates due to lack of clear understanding of the term Mithya! 


- The cognition of #1 is called Sat-jnana (“real cognition”) or just jnana. 
- There is no concept of cognition of #2. 
- The cognition of #3 is called Mithya-jnana (translated as “false cognition” or “illusory cognition”) 


A Postulation: 


Trying to keep it simple and taking it step by step; Next is a postulation in Advaita. 


Postulation: 
“* The common usage of “aham-idam” (“| am this” or ahamkaram) and “mama-idam” (“this is mine” or mamakaram) results from incorrectly 
identifying chit (self) and achit (not-self). 


“* This incorrect identification (or non-discrimination or mistaking achit vastu as chit) results in the “mutual superimposition” (Adhyasa) of 
chit and achit. Wherein the nature and qualities of one is superimposed or observed on another. 


“* This results in the “erroneous cognition” (Mithya-jnana) of chit and achit. Though this does not ‘seem’ logical (how can the qualities of achit 
be assumed on chit?), it is indeed a natural occurring phenomenon observed with everyone and everywhere. 


Examples include - when a person’s spouse or child is happy or in pain, the person feels “I am happy or in pain as well”. Similarly, individually, “1 
am fat”. “lam dark”. “Il am running”. “I am blind”. “lam dumb”. “I am sad.” “Il am smart”. “I am intelligent”. In all these cases, there is the 


mistaken identity of the achit vastu as chit “I” the jivatma. 


This is defined as superimposition or adhyasa. Now, how or why exactly this adhyasa occurs in the first place is never known or explained in 
the Scriptures. But this is indeed observed as a natural phenomena. 


This concept of Adhyasa is the cornerstone of Advaita philosophy; hence its correct understanding is critical. 


Adhyasa: 


Sri Sankara, in BrahmaSutraBhashyam (SBSB) - Adhyasa Bhashyam, initially defines Adhyasa as: 


(Superimposition) is a cognition, on a different locus, having a nature similar to that of recollection, and cognizing what has been experienced 


earlier. 


He then further says: 


The learned persons hold this superimposition (adhyasa) of the said character to be 'nescience’ (avidya); and the determination of the true 
nature of the thing by discrimination, they call, ‘knowledge’ (vidya). 


3 
[METRO TSA] 


Oe — BISA MATA ATA =f? | Ted — CAST: ST FSET: 
3A 
[ADHYASALAKSANABHASYAM] 


aha —ko’yam adhyaso nama iti. ucyate — smrtirapah paratra parvadrstavabhasah. 


3B 


alé aha - (one) asks; 4: A84 kah ayam — what is it; Wea: AA afer adhyasah 
nama iti — that is termed ‘superimposition’; T= ucyate — (we) reply; FRET: 
smrtiripah — having a nature similar to that of recollection; WA paratra - ona 
different locus; Wace: purvadrstavabhasah — a cognition of what has been 
experienced earlier 


3C 


[SUPERIMPOSITION DEFINED]! 


(One) asks —- What is it that is termed ‘superimposition’?? We reply: 
(Superimposition) is a cognition, on a different locus, having a nature 
similar to that of recollection, and cognising what has been experienced 
earlier? 
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[steara: stra] 
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8A 
[aDHYASAH avipyA] 


tametam evarnlaksanam adhyasam panditah ‘avidya’ iti manyante. tadvivekena ca 
vastusvaritpavadharanam ‘vidyam’ Ghuh. 


8B 


A TAA, ASML tam etam evariiaksanam — this (thing) of the said character; 
aM adhyasam — superimposition; aftitea: panditah — the learned persons; 
afer fa avidya iti - to be ‘nescience’; TWeaed manyante - hold; algae 
I tadvivekena ca — and by discriminating therefrom; TqAeTsTy 
vastusvariipavadharanam — the determination of the true nature of a thing; 


Fra SE: vidyam ahuh — they call ‘knowledge’ 
8c 
[SUPERIMPOSITION IS NESCIENCE] 


The learned persons’ hold this superimposition’ of the said character® to 
be ‘nescience’;* and the determination of the true nature of the thing by 
discrimination, they call, ‘knowledge. 


Sri Sankara thus equates the following: 


Avidya == Adhyasa == Mithya-jnana == non-discrimination 
& superimposition == ajnana 


Vidya == discrimination == eradication of adhyasa == jnana 
All references: 


Sankaranarayanan, Dr. S. (2015). Brahmasutra catuhsutri - sankarabhashyam 
(First Edition Vols 1-2). Chinmaya International Foundation. 


An Example: 


This is best understood through an example: Taking the well-known illustration of Mistaking a Rope as a Snake, 

¢ Aperson, Shyam, comes over to his friend Ram’s house. 

¢ As they are walking through a dark room, Shyam comes across a long, thin, brown colored entity, curled up on the floor few feet away. 
¢ He immediately perceives it as a snake and is instinctively terrified. 

¢ Seeing him terrified, Ram comes over and tells him that “it is just a rope”. 


¢ On hearing these words Shyam cognizes that the entity is just a rope and that he indeed mistook it for a snake. Ram and Shyam then walk 
over the rope and exits the room. 


Let’s review the definitions within this limited scenario: 

1. Actually, the rope is always there — before the guys came in, during Shyam’s mistaken identity & subsequent correction, and even after 
they left the room — Hence rope is Sat and the correct cognition of rope is sat-jnana or just jnana 

2. There was no existence and cognition of “cheesecake”. Hence, in this scenario “cheesecake” is Asat 

3. Shyam initially had the cognition of a snake. Hence Snake was a real cognition for Shyam during the time of the cognition causing fear 

4. However, when Shyam heard from Ram that “it is just a rope”, the very statement induced in him the correct cognition of the rope (/nana) 

5. At the dawn of correct cognition (jnana), Shyam realizes that the earlier cognition of snake was indeed a “false cognition” (Mithya-jnana) 

6. Since Shyam had the initial cognition of a snake which subsequently changed to the correct cognition of a rope, snake for him was real and 
valid only as long as the cognition of a snake itself was present. As the cognition subsequently changed to that of a rope, the reality and 
validity of the entity also changed from being a snake to a rope. 

7. Thus, for Shyam, snake cannot be said as always existing (Sat) or never existing (Asat). Hence snake is relatively real, different from both 
Sat and Asat. In other words, snake is Mithya for Shyam. 

8. The “false cognition” (Mithya-jnana) of Shyam is the mutual superimposition (adhyasa) of nature & qualities of snake and the nature & 
qualities of rope. This is arising from the non-discrimination of rope vs snake. This non-discrimination is termed avidya or ignorance. 

9. This “false cognition” or avidya is removed by the “correct cognition” or vidya 

10. Since Ram always knew he had a rope in his room, he always had jnana. Since he never had a cognition of snake, snake is Asat for him. 


An Example — Summarizing: 


* Rope -— Sat 

¢ Cheesecake — Asat 

e Snake (for Shyam) — Neither Sat nor Asat or sat-asat-vilakshana or Mithya 
¢ Snake (for Ram) — Asat 


¢ Cognition of Rope — Sat-jnana or jnana or vidya 
¢ Cognition of Snake — Mithya-jnana or adhyasa or avidya 


Vidya is the knowledge of true nature and quality of an entity — correct apprehension of entity 

Avidya - Two functions of Avidya are evident in this example: 

a. Concealment (Avarana): conceals the true nature & quality of an entity — non-apprehension of entity 

b. Projection (Vikshepa): mistaking some other nature & quality on this entity — mis-apprehension of entity as something else 
This “something else” is mithya since it is sublated or transcended by vidya 


In the example, the avarana aspect of avidya has concealed the true nature & qualities of the rope 
While the vikshepa aspect of avidya projected the nature & quality of a snake on the rope 
They are both destroyed at the dawn of vidya, the realization & recognition of the true nature & qualities of the rope 


Important to note: 

¢ The adhyasa is mutual - while the snake is projected on the rope, the color, size, shape & position of the rope is inherited by the snake 

¢ Now from the perspective of the rope, all the while it has just remained AS-IS. It remains oblivious & completely unaffected by the 
projection of the snake on it or the subsequent destruction of the false projection of the snake. 

¢ The rope itself is neither in opposition to the projection of the snake nor responsible for the dawn of rope-cognition 


Adhyasa / Avidya: 


Continuing the postulation that the sense of aham-idam and mama-idam is the result of Adhyasa, this is now analyzed further and deeper! 
In Adhyasa Bashyam, Sri Sankara says that this Adhyasa or Superimposition happens on multiple levels and layers: 


We have already defined superimposition as a “cognition of one thing in what is not that thing” (atasmimstadbuddhih) 

For instance: 

(1) When (one's) son, wife, etc. are sound or unsound, one superimposes on the Self the attributes of the external objects, as 'l am myself 
sound or unsound’. 

(2) In the same way, one superimposes on the Self, the attributes of the body as 'l am fat’, '| am thin’, 'l am fair’, ‘| stand’, 'l go' and ‘I jump’. 

(3) Likewise one superimposes on the Self the attributes of the organs as '| am dumb’, 'l am one-eyed’, '|am impotent’, 'l am deaf' (and) ‘lam 
blind’. 

(4) Similarly one superimposes on the Self the attributes of the internal organ (antahkarana) such as desire, resolve, doubt, determination, etc. 
(5) In this way, one superimposes the internal organ etc. (the locus of ‘I'-notion) on the 'Witness of all the activities of the internal organ’ 
(namely, the inner Self); and conversely by implication one superimposes that inner Self, the Witness of all, on the internal organ etc. 


Pictorially, we have: . 
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Adhyasa / Avidya — Layers: 
Looking at this in reverse: 


Stage 0. Self (Atman) exists 

Stage 1. Mutual superimposition (Avidya/Adhyasa) of Self with antahkarana - called ‘Jiva’, the Knower, the locus of the I-notion 
Stage 2. Mutual superimposition of “Selftantahkarana” conglomerate with senses (indriyas) 

Stage 3. Mutual superimposition of “Selftantahkarana+senses” conglomerate with body 

Stage 4. Mutual superimposition of “Self+antahkarana+senses+body” conglomerate with external related entities 


/ 4: External Entites \ 


Self is the one common entity through all the stages 
Stage 1 gives rise to I-ness (aham-idam) — termed as Jiva 
Stage 4 gives rise to my-ness (mama-idam) 


2: Indriyas (Karma & Jnana) 


VV V 


1: Antahkarana 


e Stages 1 through 4 results from avidya 


¢ All activities, involving the quad concept of Pramata (Knower), Prameya (Known), Prama (Knowledge) and Pramana (means of Knowledge) 
subsists in Stages 1 through 4 

¢ Hence all empirical activities result from avidya 

e They are in the realm of mithya — vyavaharika 

¢ This realm is also called the realm of Maya 
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Advaita Philosophy: 


Thus, in Adhyasa Bashyam, Sri Sankara says: 
« “There is this natural usage by men of the world - ‘lam this’, ’this is mine’ as a result of the illusory cognition, (which is born) after 
superimposing on each the nature & attributes of being the other, on account of nondiscrimination of (their) attributes and the loci of 


attributes that are absolutely distinct, through the coupling of the real and the unreal.” 


e “In this manner this beginningless and endless natural superimposition (adhyasa), which is of the nature of illusory cognition (mithya- 
jnana), which brings about doership (kartrtva) and enjoyership (bhoktrtva) (in the Self), is experienced by one and all.” 


e “Presupposing this mutual superimposition of the Self and the not-Self, designated as Avidya (nescience), proceed all transactions, 
empirical (secular) as well as those prescribed by the Vedas, centering around the means and the objects of valid cognitions (Pramanas & 
Prameyas); so also are all the Scriptures concerned with injunctions, prohibitions and Liberation.” 


e¢ “And prior to the Realisation of the above-described Self, the ensuing Scripture does not transgress its being concerned with the ignorant.” 


¢ “Inthe absence of Adhyasa, one who is free from the notions of ‘I’ and ‘mine’ in the body, sense organs and so on, the agent of knowledge 
(Knower - Pramata) being incongruous, the functioning of the means of knowledge (Pramana) becomes incongruous as well.” 


¢ “It is for the eradication of this source of evils; to attain the Realisation of the oneness of the Self that all the Upanishads (Vedanta) are 
commenced (revealed)” 


In this manner, Sri Sankara equates avidya / mithya-jnana as samsara and its destruction by vidya / jnana as moksha! 


